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Revue des études slaves
Kafka’s Statue: Memory and
Forgetting in Postsocialist Prague
La statue de Kafka : mémoire et oubli dans la Prague postsocialiste 
Alfred Thomas
All history was a palimpsest, scraped clean and
reinscribed exactly as often as was necessary. George
Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
1 In the early 1980s, as a graduate student of Czech literature studying in Prague, I walked
into a house on Golden Lane (German: Alchemistengasse) near the Castle, where Franz
Kafka had once lived as a guest of his favourite sister Ottla in order to devote himself to
writing.1 The small wooden house, dating from the sixteenth century and allegedly used
by the alchemists seeking to turn base metal into gold – hence its German name – then
served as a tourist gift shop (fig. 1). To my astonishment the sales assistant kept repeating
the same slogan in English, German and Czech over and over again like an automaton:
“Since 1968 Franz Kafka has been passé” – “Seit 1968 ist Franz Kafka passé” – “Od roku
1968 je Franz Kafka passé.” 
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Fig. 1. The Golden Lane, Prague (sixteenth century)
Reproduced by permission of Art Resource NY.
2 What is interesting about this bizarre episode is that I had not been thinking about Kafka
when I entered the little house; and there was certainly no external indication that the
famous writer had lived there. And yet, prompted by the saleswoman’s admonition to
forget Kafka as passé, I suddenly remembered that Kafka had lived for a while on the
Golden Lane. Here, in nuce,  was Prague’s complex and ambivalent relation to its most
famous  writer:  while  seeking  to  efface  his  memory,  the  saleswoman  was  actually
reinscribing him in our thoughts. Memory and forgetting were inextricably intertwined. 
3 Within ten years or so of this scene of official “forgetting,” the wheel had turned full
circle: Kafka is now a major source of tourist interest and income; stalls on the Charles
Bridge sell Kafka memorabilia such as tee-shirts and coffee mugs etched with the writer’s
tragic, gaunt features, and a new Kafka museum has been built with a fountain in dubious
taste (two men facing each other and urinating). Sealing his fate as a writer indissolubly
linked to a new postsocialist Prague, a statue by Jaroslav Rona – depicting Kafka riding on
the shoulders of a headless figure and invoking his only Prague-based story “Description
of a Struggle” (“Beschreibung eines Kampfes,” 1912) – was erected in the Jewish Quarter
of the Old Town in 2004 (fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Statue of Franz Kafka
4 In the unfinished story the narrator jumps on the shoulders of his burly friend and is
carried through the wintry streets of Prague during an oneiric, nocturnal walk. In fact,
this story is the only work by Kafka to reference Prague’s landmarks in an explicit way,
although even here he does not mention the city by name. In his subsequent fiction Kafka
would efface any reference to the city of his birth. Rona had thus deliberately selected the
one text by Kafka that links him directly to his native city; the rest of his oeuvre, in which
Kafka effaces Prague as a visible entity, was overlooked or forgotten. 
5 This essay is not about Kafka’s Prague – a veritable industry of scholarship – but Kafka’s
statue; or rather, what Kafka’s statue signifies both about his fate as a writer in the city of
his birth and what that fate may tell us about the complex history of modern Prague and
Czechoslovakia. My essay explores how Kafka’s transformation from a largely overlooked
writer in 1930s Czechoslovakia, his belated emergence as the hero of the counter-cultural
generation of  the  1960s,  his  status  as  a  victim of  politically-induced oblivion in  the
post-1968 “Normalization” to a major cultural icon in postsocialist Prague describes a
familiar dialectic between memory and forgetting that has characterized the history of
the city in the twentieth century. I argue that Prague’s postsocialist reinvention as the
city of Kafka represents neither a radical departure from the past nor the continuation of
a specifically Czech tradition of tolerance but perpetuates a familiar interplay between
remembering and forgetting that has characterized key moments – and key religious and
cultural figures – in the history of the city. I conclude that the city’s latest incarnation as
the birthplace of one of European modernism’s greatest writers represents a history of
constant reinvention in which political-cultural self-fashioning and economic calculation
have all played – and continue to play – an integral role. 
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Kafka and Prague 
6 After  he  abandoned  “Description  of  a  Struggle”  in  1912,  Kafka  strove  to  escape  his
oppressively natal city discursively by effacing all references to it from his major fiction.
This reflected his unsuccessful desire to leave the city physically as well. In 1912 Berlin
was his  destination of  choice but,  as  Reiner Stach has pointed out  in his  exhaustive
biography of the writer, the outbreak of World War I in August 1914 foreclosed Kafka’s
planned escape from the stiflingly parochial  city of his  birth.2 By 1915 Kafka was so
desperate to leave his punishing job at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute and the
city where he lived that the destination was no longer the issue: 
He did not wish to arrive somewhere, as he had in 1912; he wanted to get away from
here, at almost any cost.3 
The result is the anonymous city of his writings. 
7 The  problem  was  not  only  the  unbearably  taxing  job  which  prevented  Kafka  from
devoting himself to writing. Part of the problem was Prague itself, a provincial city of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire lacking the vitality and cosmopolitanism of Berlin, Vienna, and
Budapest  and plagued with  ethnic  tensions  between Czechs,  Germans  and Jews.  The
constant squabbling over Prague’s identity among Czechs and Germans – and its citizens’
obsession with controlling that identity – is  brilliantly explored in Kafka’s allegorical
story “The City Coat  of  Arms” (“Die Stadtwappe,” 1920)4 written two years after the
establishment of an independent Czechoslovakia. In this fable about the building of the
Tower of Babel, what impedes the tower’s completion is not the problem of hubris – as in
the original version recounted in the Hebrew Bible – but the sheer slowness of progress in
the face of so much disagreement about the best way forward. It is tempting to read the
story not just as a universal fable about the ethnic and national conflicts of the twentieth
century, but as an account of the more localized tensions between Czechs, Germans, and
Jews.  As  Stach  has  shown,  finger-pointing  and  recriminations  between  these  groups
preceded the breakup of the Habsburg Empire during World War I when those men (like
Kafka) not fighting on the front were regarded as unpatriotic.5 Faced with a legacy of such
internecine  conflicts,  the  first  president  of  the  new  state  of  Czechoslovakia,  T.  G.
Masaryk,  chose the pragmatic  path of  compromise  and what  he termed “small-scale
progress.” It is this hyper-cautious attempt to move forward that is reflected sardonically
in Kafka’s story, since no progress is actually made at all in the building of the tower,
which rapidly degenerates into squabbling between the various groups responsible for its
erection.  Kafka’s  fable was prophetic  for,  in the end,  Masaryk’s  pragmatism was not
sufficient to harmonize so many discordant voices and Czechoslovakia ultimately became
what Mary Heimann terms “a failed state” with the dissolution of the Czech and Slovak
unity in 1992.6 
8 Tensions were always bubbling below the surface and sometimes they broke through in
acts of mob-like vandalism against Prague’s ancient monuments. A few days after the
establishment of an independent Czechoslovakia on October 28, 1918, the baroque Marian
Column,  which  had  been  erected  on  the  Old  Town  Square  in  1650  to  celebrate  the
Habsburg defeat of Sweden, was demolished by an anti-clerical nationalist crowd. In fact,
the monument had nothing to do with the defeat of the Bohemian Estates at the battle of
the White Mountain in 1620, but it was nonetheless tarred with that oppressive brush in
the  minds  of  Czech  nationalists.7 Three  years  earlier,  in  1915,  Ladislav  Šaloun’s
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monumental statue of the proto-Protestant religious reformer Jan Hus had been erected
not far from the Marian Column on the Old Town Square. The erection of the former and
the demolition of the latter signalled not only an anti-clerical mood at the twilight of the
Habsburg Empire but a newly independent Czechoslovak Republic which would trace its
intellectual  and spiritual  origins  to  the Hussite  reformation of  the fifteenth century.
President Masaryk’s identification with the Hussites and the Bohemian Brethren in his
Ideals of Humanity (1900)8 is reflected in the new-found centrality of Hus’s statue on the
Old Town Square, its prominence no longer threatened by the Marian symbol of centuries
of Catholic devotion in the Bohemian Lands. 
9 The  subsequent  erasure  of  Kafka  in  Czech  literary  circles  between  the  wars  was
inseparable from the larger political desire to repress the memory and the legacy of the
Austro-Hungarian hegemony before 1918. The fact that Kafka did not identify with that
hegemony was neither here nor there; as a Germanspeaking Jew he was automatically
identified with the dominant culture in which he had lived and the German language in
which he continued to write after Czechoslovak independence in 1918. 
10 The National Monument on Vítkov Hill (1950) is another example of a statue of a local
hero that has undergone revisions and appropriations by successive political regimes.
Work on this enormous equestrian statue of the Hussite military commander Jan Žižka
(the  largest  in  the  world)  by  Bohumil  Kafka  was  begun  in  1928,  during  Masaryk’s
presidency, but was interrupted by the Munich Crisis of 1938 It was completed during the
Stalinist  era and was intended as  a mausoleum for the first  Communist  President of
Czechoslovakia, Klement Gottwald, who died in 1953. This plan also failed to materialize
since the attempt to embalm Gottwald’s body was unsuccessful, and it was cremated in
1962. A monument inaugurated to commemorate a Czech military hero of the late Middle
Ages was initially harnessed to Masaryk’s vision of Hussitism as the ancestor of his own
creed of humanita, a pragmatic philosophical system that attempted to synthesize various
disparate  strands  of  modern  thought  into  a  coherent  system  based  on  the  idea  of
tolerance and human dignity. Ironically, the statue was later revised by the Communists
who appropriated the religious phenomenon of Hussitism in the very different interests
of  its  atheistic-nationalist  ideology.  Yet  a  new museum was  opened  at  the  National
Monument  in  October  2009.  With  each  successive  ideological  appropriation  of  the
monument, elements were modified, but the core image – the statue of a heroic military
commander – remained the same. In other words, forgetting and remembering were not
mutually exclusive but dialectically intertwined. 
 
Kafka and the Czech Dissidents 
11 As the new President of a democratic Czechoslovak Republic, the dissident playwright
Václav Havel gave a speech at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in 1990 in which Kafka
figures prominently. In this speech Havel presents Prague’s greatest Jewish son as the
quintessential writer of modernist alienation. Havel sees this quality as foreshadowing
the Czech dissidents’ status of exclusion in their own country during the Communist era.
But this characterization of Kafka as the prophet of political oppression in the post-war
era overlooks an important – even crucial – aspect of his attitude to Prague: the desire to
belong coexists with Kafka’s life-yearning for anonymity. As Noah Isenberg points out in
his astute analysis of Havel’s speech, “it fails to acknowledge the flipside – the side that
conveyed  his  unfulfilled  yearnings  for  ‘belonging’  and  the  acutely  felt  exigencies  of
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community.”9 This  tension  between  belonging  and  nonbelonging,  community  and
anonymity, is the complex dynamic that motivates Josef K to search for justice in The Trial
and K. to seek access to the castle in the eponymous novel even as this quest becomes
increasingly absurd and forlorn. Yet it is a dynamic that is radically simplified in Havel’s
speech to render Kafka the arch-poet of alienation, the political precursor and prophet of
the Czech dissident movement. 
12 This political appropriation of Kafka has always characterized the Czech attitude towards
him. It certainly explains his growing popularity in the 1960s when Kafka’s work began to
influence writers and filmmakers in his native land. In the 1930s Czech intellectuals were
more or less ignorant or indifferent to Kafka. His position as a Germanophone writer as
well as a Jewish one undoubtedly contributed to his status as an outsider in Czech literary
circles in the interwar years. Writing in 1934, the prominent interwar Czech critic F. X.
Šalda referred in passing to Kafka’s growing influence as a writer “with whom the French
are  very  much  preoccupied  at  present.”10 Šalda  was  referring  to  Kafka’s  increasing
popularity  among  the  French  existentialists,  including  Jean-Paul  Sartre  and  Albert
Camus. The latter’s early story “Death in the Soul” (“La mort dans l’âme,” 1937), based on
Camus’ brief unhappy sojourn in Prague in the summer of 1936, does not mention Kafka
by name but  the author’s  desire  to  visit  a  Jewish cemetery far  from the city  centre
probably alludes to Kafka’s grave in Olšanská Cemetery.11 Today the grave has become
one of the city’s most prominent tourist sites; but in 1936, during Camus’ visit, it was
remote  and unvisited even as  the  writer’s  fame was  growing in  western intellectual
circles. 
13 This official overlooking of Kafka changed dramatically in the 1950s after Czechoslovakia
had  succumbed  to  Communism.  Suddenly  the  real-life  fate  of  thousands  of  political
prisoners appeared to reflect the fictional fates of Josef K. and K. Kafka’s own highly
oblique mode of writing was appropriated and emulated in the interests of political
circumspection.  Now Kafka’s  former  status  as  an outsider  in  interwar  Czech literary
circles  turned him into  an insider  and a  hero of  the  politically  oppressed.  The first
evidence  of  Kafka’s  political  influence  on  Czech  artists  was  in  film  rather  than  in
literature. The Czech New Wave cinema bears the unmistakable imprimatur of Kafka’s
bleak vision of modern life and the modernist city. The anonymous contours of the city in
Kafka’s novels and short stories are brilliantly reproduced in some of the most important
films of the Czech New Wave, first and foremost in the 1965 classic Josef Kilián directed by
Pavel Juráček and Jan Schmidt. In the film the narrator’s journey through a bureaucratic
labyrinth ends with the absent statue of Stalin at the embankment of the river Vltava.
The enormous statue of Stalin erected in 1955 – the largest in the eastern bloc – was
removed in 1962 shortly after Nikita Khrushchev’s second denunciation of Stalin in 1961
(the first one – the so-called “secret speech” to the Twentieth Congress of the Communist
Party of the USSR – had taken place in 1956). But even after its demolition the gargantuan
statue of the dictator continued to haunt the city of Prague and its inhabitants. 
14 Josef Kilián was released two years after the international conference on Kafka in Liblice in
1963; the latter was a rare opportunity for western and eastern European academics and
intellectuals to come together and share ideas about the great writer and his universal
significance. By 1968 Kafka’s influence was evident everywhere in Czech literature and
film.  Jan  Švankmajer’s  thirteenminute  short  The  Flat  (Byt,  1968)  combines  familiar
elements from the work of the French Surrealist René Clair with Kafkian elements of the
absurd  in  which  a  young  man,  flung  into  an  apartment  inimical  to  his  well-being,
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attempts to hack his way out of the prison-like space, only to find a stone plinth etched
with the names of previous residents.  The protagonist kneels and inscribes his name
“Josef...” This climactic moment clearly reveals the influence of Kafka’s fiction whose
protagonists have no way out of their hellish circumstances. The skill of Švankmajer’s
film is that it recreates so perfectly the bleakly comedic atmosphere of Kafka’s œuvre,
although  the  date  of  its  release  –  1968,  the  year  in  which  the  short-lived  Czech
experiment of “socialism with a human face” was forcibly curtailed by the Warsaw Pact
invasion of Prague – automatically lends the film a political significance as well: the no-
exit of the hapless hero would soon become the real-life fate of millions of Czechoslovak
citizens trapped within their own country.12
15 These  citizens  were  divided  among  those  who  complied  and  those  who  defied  the
authorities. The latter became victims of a policy of exclusion (exile or imprisonment)
that was extended to undesirable figures from the past and troublesome figures from the
present. Most famously, Milan Kundera went into exile in France in 1977 and his books
were banned. Similarly, the founder of the Czechoslovak Republic, T. G. Masaryk, also
slipped into oblivion, his works proscribed and all evidence of his political prominence at
the threshold of  modern Czech history obliterated.  Kafka’s  fate  mirrored the fate  of
Masaryk. His works were removed from the bookstores and were nowhere in evidence in
Prague in the late 1970s and early 1980s. (I recall going into a Prague bookstore in the
early 80s and asking, rather provocatively, if they stocked any works by Kafka only to be
greeted with smirks of derision.) It was not until 2007 that Kafka’s complete works were
published in Czech translation.  All  that remained of Kafka’s historical  memory was a
small bust of a gaunt middle-aged man, which had been installed in front of the building
on Kapr Street near the Old Town Square where Kafka was born in 1883 (fig. 3). Here was
the arch-poet of alienation evoked by Havel in his Jerusalem speech in 1990: the tragic,
gaunt features of a dying man. But dissident writers within and beyond Czechoslovakia
continued to remember him through works that bear the unmistakable imprint of Kafka’s
world of alienation and non-belonging, novels like Ivan Klíma’s Judge on Trial, Bohumil
Hrabal’s Too Loud a Solitude (1976), and, most famously, Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and
Forgetting, published in France in 1979. 
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Fig. 3. The house on Kapr Street, Prague, where Kafka was born
Reproduced by permission of Art Resource NY.
 
Kafka and The Velvet Revolution 
16 With the Velvet Revolution of 1989 that brought to an end forty years of Communism in
Czechoslovakia, Kafka was rehabilitated just as other undesirable figures from the past
were restored to favour. Kafka now became a major icon of the postsocialist city. The
sudden need to memorialize Kafka through a visible monument correlated with debates
about other monuments such as the clamour to re-erect the Marian Column demolished
in 1918. The argument could be made that such debates reflect a new-found democratic
openness in Czech society; but the situation is more complicated since plaques intended
to revive the memory of the column have been defaced by vandals. The desire to restore
the Marian Column to its former glory and opposition to its restoration from oldtime
nationalists  replays  the  persistent  anxiety  about  the  city’s  historical  and  religious
identity. In this sense the constant urge to restore or erect monuments is merely the
obverse of the desire to demolish or deface them. At stake in both acts of erection and
demolition is the need to control the image of the city and its historical identity. 
17 The same kind of debate about the Marian Column has raged over Kafka’s birthplace. The
house where Kafka was born was demolished as part of the slum clearance of the Jewish
Quarter in 1883 (the year in which he was born) and was partially reconstructed later.
The recent desire to commemorate it has led to requests for the square to be renamed
Kafka Square. This request, supported by the city’s Franz Kafka Society, was opposed by
the city council, partly for bureaucratic reasons but also because, according to the aptly
named mayor Jan Burgermeister, Kafka would have been appalled by the idea of a square
named after him. No doubt Kafka would have felt the same way about the idea of having
statues erected in his honour; but this is not really the point. The real point is that the
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mayor felt the urge to speak for Kafka, to coopt his voice in the interests of a larger vision
of the city’s identity. Havel does the same thing in his speech at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem: Kafka is appropriated as the arch-poet of political alienation, the prophet of
Soviet totalitarianism. 
18 Sceptics in Prague have also pointed out that the desire to commemorate Kafka through
statues and squares serves the interests of the city’s tourist economy. There is certainly
much truth in this claim. But there is a deeper impulse at work in the post-1989 desire to
reinscribe Kafka’s presence in the city he himself sought to erase in his fiction; and that is
the need to recuperate Kafka’s legacy as one of the greatest European modernist writers
in the interest of Prague’s new-found status as the multi-cultural capital of Europe. The
form assumed by this recuperation is the museification of Kafka’s life and work. The real
interest for me is not the rights and wrongs of the argument but the fact that there is a
discussion in the first place. After all, no one has ever debated whether there should be a
statue to Goethe in Weimar or to Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon. The debate over
Kafka’s name and statue is symptomatic of the postsocialist city’s fraught relationship
with its own past and its present identity. This has not merely been a discursive struggle
but one that has shaped the physical  appearance of the city.  Changing the names of
Prague landmarks has also been a central component of this conflicted relationship with
the past: the metro station named after V. I. Lenin during the Communist era (Leninova)
has  now  become  Dejvická  just  as  the  metro  station  Gottwaldova  was  renamed
Vyšehradská after the end of the Stalinist cult of personality in the 1960s. 
19 This constant renaming of monuments is not simply about the city’s and the nation’s
nationalist  identity.  It  has  now become an integral  feature of  the desire  to  reinvent
postsocialist Prague as the cultural capital of Europe in competition with other major
cities like Berlin and Warsaw. Needless to say, much of this showcasing is motivated by
economic advantage as well as civic or nationalist pride. The broad avenue that leads
from the Old Town Square to the Jewish Cemetery, the Old-New Synagogue and the Jewish
Town Hall – Paris Street (Pařížská) – is now lined with top-end luxury stores like Hugo
Boss  that  cater  to  Russian  oligarchs.  This  quarter  of  Prague,  historically  the  Jewish
Quarter known as Josefov, was formerly submitted to a very similar reinvention in the
interests  of  “progress”  in  the  1880s  and  early  1890s.  Inspired  by  Baron  Haussman’s
reinvention of Paris with its broad, tree-lined boulevards, whole swaths of Jewish Prague
were demolished in the twinned interests of hygiene and modernity, including Kafka’s
birthplace. For sure, the Old-New Synagogue and other important historical Jewish sites
such as the medieval cemetery were spared in the interests of historical tradition (the
city fathers were patriotic liberals not crude anti-Semites); yet the effect of this partial
demolition of the Jewish Quarter was to recast fin-de-siècle Prague in the desired image of
Napoleon III’s Paris. 
20 A similar desire to emulate western European multiculturalism by foregrounding Kafka as
a Prague-Jewish writer has been at work in postsocialist Prague. Where previously Kafka’s
status as a Jew writing in German was a source of opprobrium or indifference, now it is a
source of pride in the city’s cosmopolitan past. Inevitably this has entailed not simply a
policy of diversity and restitution with regard to overlooked or banned figures from the
socialist past (of which Kafka is most obviously emblematic) but also the urge to efface all
evidence from the past  that conflicted with the reputation of  the city as the (multi-
)cultural capital of Europe. The Czechs’ reluctance to deal with their history in all its
complexity – a history that involved complicity and collusion as well as victimhood – has
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been inseparable from their ambivalent response to Kafka. The fact that Kafka in his own
country was largely ignored between the wars as well as banned during the Communist
era is now conveniently overlooked. To this extent the Czech treatment of Kafka – an
interplay  of  forgetting  and  remembering  –  is  symptomatic  of  Czech  history  in  the
twentieth century. And the tendency to treat Kafka as a museum exhibit – in fact the 
leading exhibit in a city that paradoxically he was at such pains to escape and efface from
his work – is also symptomatic of the city’s treatment of its Communist history. 
21 The Museum of Communism in Prague is a case in point. Forty years of Czechoslovak
history is reduced to a museum-space, conveniently consigned to the historical past. The
effect of forty years of Communism on the national psyche is of course something still
deeply embedded in the present, an on-going trauma of repetition, but this fact is denied
by relegating the past to an historical artefact. Yet it is the very inability to integrate the
past  into  the  present  that  constitutes  the core  of  the  historical  trauma  and  is  the
motivating mechanism for the repetition compulsion itself. What Andreas Huyssen has
written about the German writer’s obsessive engagement with the Nazi past is equally
true of the Czechs’ cultural attempt to come to term with their past. Both are doomed “to
repetitions,  reinscriptions,  and rewritings  that  make any account of  postwar literary
developments as a stable progression through the decades inherently problematic.”13 
22 To this extent, the notion of Prague as a multi-cultural city is more programmatic than
real, more prescriptive than descriptive of the complex interplay between memory and
forgetting, tolerance and intolerance, that has been the history of Prague, Czechoslovakia
and Europe in the twentieth century. As I have argued in this essay, and more expansively
in my book Prague Palimpsest,14 the interplay between forgetting and remembering has
been a  constant  of  Prague’s  history  that  reaches  back  to  the  beginnings  of  modern
Czechoslovakia and beyond. Far from being what Derek Sayer has termed “the capital of
the twentieth century,”15 Prague has at times virtually disappeared from the cultural map
of  Europe  altogether.  Most  obviously  this  happened  during  the  Nazi  occupation  of
Czechoslovakia (1939-1945) and the dark days of Stalinism from the Communist putsch of
January 1948 until the early 1960s when Czechoslovakia emerged from the doldrums of
hard-line Communism with a desire for “socialism with a human face.” Yet this oblivion
was not always induced by external political threat or Communist takeovers but by an
internally created crisis of identity. What struck Camus when he visited Prague in 1936
was an oppressive sense of “death in the soul” that made him yearn for the freedom and
openness of his native Algiers. By this time the dynamism of the interwar avant-garde
was coming to an end as the Czechoslovak Surrealist  Group broke up in 1937 under
internal dissension among its members. The Czech Left was in disarray and the country
was  increasingly  menaced by the German threat  as  well  as  by  disaffected Bohemian
Germans in the Sudetenland. Two years later this region was ceded to Germany under
pressure from the Western powers at the Munich Conference; and one year after that, in
spring 1939, German troops invaded Czechoslovakia. 
23 Camus was not the first great writer to remark on the oppressive atmosphere of Prague
between  the  wars:  it  pervades  every  aspect  of  Kafka’s  fiction.  As  Kafka  famously
expressed it as early as 1902 in a letter to his friend Oskar Pollak: “This little mother” (
Mütterchen) has claws. One must conform or....”16
24 The ellipsis at the end of the sentence points to Kafka’s lifelong yearning to leave Prague,
not  simply  the  physical  space  itself  but  above  all  the  suffocating  debates  about  its
identity. Now that Prague has become a museum-city – with Kafka as the main exhibit –
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Kafka in death is confronted with the same problem as Kafka in life: how to escape the
maternal  claws of  this  all-devouring city?  The problem is  not  simply whether Kafka
should  be  remembered  or  forgotten.  No-one  these  days  is  advocating  that  Kafka  be
obliterated from the collective memory of the city; and in a sense this was never the case
even in the socialist era. After all, the lady in the shop on the Golden Lane, who was
instructed  to  inform us  that  “since  1968  Kafka  has  been passé,”  was  acknowledging
Kafka’s significance even as she was attempting to repudiate his political relevance. 
25 It is within the terms of either argument – for or against Kafka – rather than on either
side of it that this contradiction or tension resides. Just as the Communist spokeswoman
was at once remembering and attempting to forget Kafka within the same formulation, so
too Rona’s postsocialist statue of Kafka memorializes Kafka as the quintessential Prague
writer but “forgets” Kafka’s desire to leave the city by linking him to the only story about
Prague that he ever wrote. Moreover, what Robert Alter terms the “Anycity”17 of Kafka’s
mature work – a city of complete alienation stripped bare of any familiar contours – is
systematically elided or overlooked in the entrepreneurial interests of Prague’s wouldbe
status as  the multi-cultural  “capital  of  Europe.”  Just  as  the writer  himself  sought  to
escape  from Prague  while  evoking  its  oppressive  atmosphere,  so  his  supporters  and
detractors have been torn between the urge to elide Kafka while needing to evoke his
memory in one form or another. This is true both of the socialist-era bust of Kafka, that
depicts the writer as passive, gaunt and consumptive, and the postsocialist statue which
does not acknowledge Kafka’s anonymous aspirations at all but turns him into a kind of
home-grown Czech surrealist. 
26 The same tension between the urge to forget and the need to remember problematic
figures  from  the  past  illuminates  the  final  moments  of  Jan  Švankmajer’s  animated
surrealist short The Death of Stalinism in Bohemia (Smrt Stalinismu v Čechách, 1990), made
soon after the Velvet Revolution. This time the subject is not the fate of a writer’s statue
but the bust of a dictator – Josef Stalin. The title of the film is ironic since what it depicts
is not the death of Stalinism at all but its continued survival in a transmuted form: at the
end of the film a bust of the dictator’s head emerges from a pile of newspapers, no longer
white but painted with the colours of the Czechoslovak flag. The kitschy bust that graced
every official public space in the Communist era before the Thaw is replaced with an
equally  kitschy  bust  painted  red,  white  and  blue.  Throughout  the  film the  constant
dissolution and recreation of the bust of Stalin signals the tension between inscription
and forgetting that has been the history of Prague and Bohemia. Just as Kafka’s name and
image were effaced from the history of the city between the wars and in the 1950s, so was
Stalin’s image – so prominent after the Communist takeover of power in 1948 – removed
after Khrushchev’s speech denouncing the cult of personality in 1956. By 1962 not only
the statue of Stalin mentioned earlier but all other images of the dictator were removed
in conformity with the new policy emerging from the Kremlin. 
27 The film takes the form of a highly accelerated history of Communist Czechoslovakia as it
cuts between gynaecological sounds of a screaming baby’s delivery from Stalin’s bust –
what turns out to be another bust, this time of Stalin’s monstrous “off-spring” Gottwald –
and montage sequences of propaganda posters and official photographs from that past,
culminating in the Velvet Revolution. Mini clay statues of workers move down a conveyor
belt only to be hanged from ropes and dropped back into a bucket of clay, a grim allusion
to the fate of the eleven Jewish Communist leaders hanged as traitors in 1952. Death-
heads burst through the official photographs of Stalin, Gottwald, and other Communist
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leaders and chew them up, a memento mori motif derived from the Czech baroque culture
of the seventeenth century. The point of this detail is clearly subversive: tyrants are as
vulnerable to death as everyone else. The film ends on an even more subversive note as
the opening sequence of the monstrous baby plucked from Stalin’s bust is repeated, this
time  with  the  same  bust  painted  with  the  colours  of  the  Czechoslovak  flag. The
implication of this “agitprop film” is clear: another monstrous creature will emerge from
the democratic  body politic,  although its  shape and form is  not  specified.  The great
insight of this surrealist masterpiece is that historical trauma is not foreclosed by the end
of tyranny but is perpetuated and repeated even in a democratic context: the ideological
colours may have changed but the core reality – the statue of Stalin – remains the same. 
28 The fate of Stalin’s bust in the film – a series of infantile repetitions – is also true of
Kafka’s statues in Prague: instead of the tragic arch-poet of alienation depicted in the
socialist-era bust of Kafka we now have an icon of the great Prague writer. They seem
very different: the first presents Kafka as a tragic prophet of alienation through the eyes
of the socialist era, the second presents him as a multi-cultural icon for a mass-tourist
age. But the statues are really the same; and both are more symptomatic of Prague’s on-
going crisis of cultural and political identity than dispassionate attempts to understand
the life and work of its greatest writer. At two moments in Švankmajer’s film the surgeon
who extracts  the statue-baby from Stalin’s  bust  is  shown scrubbing his  hands under
running water.  This is not just the hygienic necessity of a surgical operation but the
obsessive collective act of a culture seeking to scrape clean its past only to reinscribe it
endlessly in the present. The gaping hole in the Rona statue of Kafka correlates with
Švankmajer’s  film in  ways  that  were  probably  unconscious.  The  vaginal-shaped hole
invites the possibility that yet another statue will be born in the future, constituting an
endless  succession  of  monuments  and bearing  witness  not  to  the  triumph of  multi-
cultural  tolerance  but  the  traumatic  repression  of  the  past  in  the  interest  of  an
ideologically inflected present. 
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ABSTRACTS
This essay is not about Kafka’s Prague – a veritable industry of scholarship – but Kafka’s statue;
or rather, what a modern statue of Kafka in postsocialist Prague signifies both about his fate as a
writer  in  the  city  of  his  birth  and what  that  fate  may tell  us  about  the  complex  history  of
twentieth-century Prague and Czechoslovakia.  My essay explores how Kafka’s transformation
from a  largely  overlooked writer  among the  Czech intelligentsia  in  the  1930s  to  his  belated
emergence as the hero of the reformist generation of the 1960s, and from his deliberate erasure
by the Soviet-backed regime after the invasion of Prague in 1968 to his reinvention as a national
icon  following  the  collapse  of  Communism  in  1989,  describes  a  familiar  dialectic  between
memory and forgetting that has characterized the history of the city in the twentieth century. I
argue that Prague’s postsocialist reinvention as the city of Kafka represents neither a radical
departure from the past nor the continuation of a specifically Czech tradition of tolerance.  I
conclude that the city’s  latest  incarnation as the birthplace of  one of European modernism’s
greatest  writers  represents  a  history of  constant  reinvention in  which political-cultural  self-
fashioning and economic calculation have all played – and continue to play – an integral role.
Cet essai ne porte pas sur la Prague de Kafka – véritable industrie de la critique – mais sur la
statue de Kafka ; ou plutôt, sur ce qu’une statue moderne de Kafka dans la Prague postsocialiste
dit du destin de l’écrivain dans sa ville natale, et plus largement de l’histoire de Prague et de la
Tchécoslovaquie au XXe s. Kafka a d’abord été largement ignoré par l’intelligentsia tchèque dans
les années 1930 ; il a ensuite tardivement fait figure de héros pour la génération réformiste des
années 1960, ce qui a provoqué son oubli délibéré par le régime après l’invasion de Prague en
1968. À la chute du communisme, en 1989, on l’a réinventé en icône nationale. Cette dialectique
de  la  mémoire  et  du  pardon  est  familière  à  l’histoire  de  la  ville  au  XXe  s.  La  réinvention
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postsocialiste de Prague comme cité de Kafka ne représente ni une rupture radicale avec le passé,
ni la continuation d’une tradition de tolérance spécifiquement tchèque. La dernière incarnation
de la ville comme lieu de naissance de l’un des plus grands écrivains du modernisme européen
résulte d’une réinvention constante dans laquelle l’auto-invention politico-culturelle et le calcul
économique jouent un rôle majeur. 
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